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Introduction

 

In the previous volume, the Would-be Lives of Adam Back, the stories begin, his two stories, his two lives, as told by Adam himself.

The government has not or has been overthrown.  If not, Adam’s life unfolds as it might have, status quo; if so, different conditions prevail, and he adapts accordingly.  His Would-be Lives are two, developing from the point of overthrow, unsuccessful or not, told in parallel, one bifurcated chapter at a time.

Meet Janet, his wife of a dozen years, his three children, Jen (twelve), Jess (ten), and Jimmy (eight), and his friends, neighbors, co-workers, and associates.  Some appear in both stories, while others…

Find Adam working at the Mall, the manager of the Aesthetics team, in charge of the interior appearance of the promenade and the common areas.  Or see him as a government-sponsored instructor, teaching people about the maintenance and use of hand guns and about hand tools and basic carpentry.

As that volume comes to a close, Adam is beset by upheaval in each of his lives.  Similar events, though fundamentally different, invade.  He must find a way to overcome and survive.

Now, four years later, Jen and Jimmy, his oldest and his youngest children, take up the story, the stories, of the Would-be Lives of Adam Back and his family.







1

 

Jen

My dad was a slut.  My mom might’ve been one too.  How do you think I turned out?  My family definitely thought I was one.  I slept around some.  I liked sex – so sue me.  I liked the physical contact, escaping into the consuming pressure and the orgasmic release, and sleeping next to someone you care about, at least for a night or two.  It relaxed me, kept me sane.  In my family, you needed that.

My mom walked out on my dad when I was thirteen.  Just when I was beginning to think I might like boys – I even had a sort-of boyfriend I was hanging out with.  Nothing was going on, maybe a little exploratory kissing, maybe his hands went places they shouldn’t or I shouldn’t have let them, but it felt good.  The attention, the touching – I liked it.  Nothing really happened.  We didn’t fuck.  No real sex.  No chance of getting pregnant.  We didn’t need any more children.

Then my mom took us away.  She didn’t tell us about it at first, or ask what we wanted.  She said, “Pack!”  She said, “Let’s go.”  We packed.  We went.  I remember Jimmy started crying, when Mom said we were moving and Dad wasn’t coming.  He bawled his eyes out.  I felt like slapping him, but I didn’t.  I just sat there.  Jess didn’t know what to do.  One minute she looked like tears, the next smiles, the next – like me: quiet, grumpy.  Now, I’d say sullen.  Did she want to slap Jimmy too?

We didn’t move far, but far enough.  Jerry (my sort-of boyfriend) couldn’t deal.  Not that I thought he would.  Thirteen – no car.  A telephone relationship was not where we were at.  We were advancing toward sluttiness, my sluttiness.  At least I was, but I didn’t know it then.  He didn’t either.  He did know he couldn’t put his finger up inside me over the phone.  He wanted to do that.  To keep doing that.  He couldn’t kiss me either.  He went to look for some other girl he could shove toward sluttiness.

Now I was seventeen.  I barely lived at home any more.  I slept with different guys different nights, sometimes different weeks.  I didn’t know about love, so I didn’t stay with anyone very long.  I did know about sex.  I had lots of experience with that.  I liked it.  I asked the guys lots of questions before I let them inside me.  I was on the pill.  I didn’t drink or do drugs.  Sex was my drug of choice.  It was the best escape.  I didn’t need any of that other stuff.

Mom did.  When we first moved out, she drank too much and was pretty sloppy.  Now not as much, but she was living off some guy.  Despite the booze and getting close to forty, she still looked great.  The working out, it helped.  It helped a lot.  She was religious about it.  Every day at six P.M. she hit the gym.  If she was working, it was after work.  If not, she went anyway.  I should probably have done it some too, but I was young.  I never gained weight, no matter what I ate or what the guys wanted me to swallow.  Mom was pretty much trading herself for rent money.  We lived in a pretty nice place, big enough for the five of us, though it didn’t need to be, since I wasn’t there much.  I could’ve slept on the couch, if I wanted to.  It was the guy’s house.  He was pretty good about letting us do whatever, probably because Mom was with him, like I was with the guys I slept with.

Jess had turned into Nancy Wilson.  She studied all the time, followed all the rules – even though Mom and Dad both broke them – and was deadly serious about everything.  Bossy too.  She got off on telling me and Jimmy what we should be doing, telling Mom and Dad also.  I told her to fuck off.  Jimmy ignored her.  Mom, she often cried.  She knew she should be a better person for us.  She knew I was a slut.  She thought it was her fault.  When Jess called her out on it, she couldn’t think of anything to say.  She used to blame Dad.  She did that for two years, until Jimmy screamed at her for it one day.  After that, she cried.

Speaking of Jimmy, he might have been the normal one – normal for this life anyway.  He was a jock.  Football and baseball, mostly, but other sports too, even basketball, though he was short.  He was so fast he scored baskets by getting down to the other end before anyone could catch him.  It’s easier to score when no one has their hands in your face.  That’s what he said, anyway.  I never played basketball, so I believed him.  Why not?

Outside of sports, he got decent grades, mostly B’s.  He had a bunch of friends.  He liked girls, but I doubt he ever stuck his finger up inside one.  He probably hadn’t ever kissed one either.  He hung around with them some, like cheerleaders and other frilly chicks.  They seemed to like him.  I don’t know if they expected anything from him, but being a sports star helped.  Drew attention without even trying.  Jimmy liked it, but didn’t get carried away by it.  Not like Jess and her studying, or me and my boyfriends.  They weren’t even my friends.  That’s just the word for it.  They were male bodies.  Lips for this, hands for that, dick for fornication.

 

 

Jimmy

I wished my parents would get back together.  That way we wouldn’t have to drive so far to see Dad.  He lived in our old house, where we used to live, before Mom moved out and took us with her.  I hated that then, but I didn’t care about it very much any more.  I cared more about my batting average.  I wanted to keep it over .400, or better over .500.  That should keep the scouts looking at me.

I played lots of sports in school.  Baseball, football, soccer, basketball, golf, even wrestling.  It helped that I was small.  People don’t expect much when you’re small.  Then I pinned their guy or scored eight touchdowns in one game (I did that once) or got five triples or caught everything hit in the air to centerfield or scored six goals or got two hole in ones in a round.  I was really good, my dad and my coach said so, so did my teammates, and my friends.  I had tons of friends.  They hung around with me.  They called me Little Star.  I didn’t like it at first, but it was easy to remember.  Ever since it got onto the school website, everyone one called me that.

I was the youngest in the family, only in middle school, but baseball scouts were already looking at me.  When you broke school records in all the sports, they looked at you.  It was better than not having them look at you.  Then you’d be, I don’t know, like my mom and dad.  Nobody looked at them.  Dad just went to work and came home and watched TV.  Or he went over to Rachel’s, Miss Gilliam’s, house.  She used to be Mrs. Garland, but Dad said she broke up with her husband because they couldn’t have any kids.  I said she should adopt me, then I could live with them, with my dad, and then she’d have one kid.  Dad said he’d like that, but he didn’t think Mom would agree.  Probably not.

Mom.  She worked, or she didn’t, but either way I thought she drank a lot of gin.  She loved gin, but I didn’t like it much.  It was too strong.  It burned my throat.  I liked water better.  Or juice.  Or anything else.  One person did look at Mom.  She wanted us to call him Uncle Alex.  His real name was Mr. Kern.  He worked on cars.  Mom liked to say that he was the owner, but I didn’t think that was true.  At least he never said that.  He said he just fixed cars.  I believed him.

Jen.  Lots of boys looked at her.  She looked kind of sexy.  You could see her tits half the time or her underwear.  Sometimes she didn’t even wear any underwear.  Was that sexy?  Boys didn’t look at her like scouts looked at me.  They wanted to see me play, hit homers or catch touchdowns.  The boys just wanted to see Jen take off her clothes.  They wanted to look at her when she was naked.  She let them.  I saw her once when Mom was at work.  She had two boys in her room, and she was naked, and they were taking pictures of her with their phones.  I snuck away.  I didn’t want her to know I saw them taking naked pictures of her.

Jess.  The teachers really looked at her.  She was super smart.  She always got straight A’s, like Nancy Wilson used to.  Dad said Nancy went away to college and got a degree and got pregnant and has a little apartment for herself and her baby, Henry.  Dad said she named him after her father, but they didn’t call him Hank, just Henry.  Jess said she wasn’t going to do that, get pregnant at school.  She said that’s what we had Jen for.  When she said it, they started yelling at each other, and I left the house to go practice or go for a run.  I liked to run.  It cleared the yelling out of my head and tired me out.  Some people said I had too much energy.  My dad said that too.  Running helped me with that.

None of Jess’s teachers looked at her like the scouts and my coaches looked at me.  When they looked at me, they saw Little Star, the best player they’d seen in twenty years.  That’s what my coach said to one of the scouts, when he introduced me to him.

I didn’t care if my parents did or didn’t get back together.  It would’ve been easier to not have to drive back and forth so much, especially the way my mom drove.  It was scary.  Running over the bumps between the lanes or along the side of the road.  I wish she would let Jen drive more often, but she didn’t.  I could play sports no matter where I lived.  I got pretty good grades too.  School wasn’t hard.  Hitting a curve ball was hard.  Staying in bounds while catching a touchdown was hard.  Stealing home was hard.  I did that a lot.  They called me Little Jackie Robinson for it.  I didn’t know much about his career, though, but they said it like he was one of the best players.  I was the best, so that’s close enough.

 

*

 

Jen

When Mom died, the world went to hell.  Dad wouldn’t have put it that way, but he hadn’t been faced with what I’d seen.  Or he’d seen some of it, but not as much as I had.  Even Jimmy had.  Not the same things – his own stuff, but he hadn’t told us about it.  I wondered about what was in his head.

I was seventeen and a senior in high school.  George S. Patton High.  How ironic.  At school, everyone had a gun.  Most students kept them concealed, under their clothes or in their packs or lockers.  Most, but not all, not the gangs.  There were gangs, real gangs.  They flaunted their weapons, as if they were begging the administration to take them away.  Principal Franklin tried that last year, and got shot four times.  Then the guards rushed the gang, and gunned them down, but not before two broke out and ran away.  They were expelled, of course.  They’re wanted by the police.  The cops couldn’t do much any more.  They mostly cruised the streets in pairs of armored vehicles, looking to suppress any uprisings or break up obvious violence.  Dad said it was every man for himself.

Just ask Principal Franklin.  He survived, but ended up in a wheel chair.  After he got shot, he missed the rest of the school year, but was back in the fall for the new term.  In his wheel chair.  It was funny, but that chair made him more aggressive.  Now he confronted the gangs directly.  His guards hated that, but they couldn’t do anything.  He was the boss.  I think he was either very courageous or supremely stupid.  Probably he didn’t care if he got shot again.  Maybe he thought he’d survive again.  Maybe he didn’t care if he died.  He was one of the good guys.  If it hadn’t been for him and his anti-gang actions, I don’t think anyone could have gone to school any more.

I was thinking about going to college.  I stayed away from the gangs, studied hard, and kept my loaded gun where I could reach it fast.  Nobody bothered me.  They used to a little bit, until they found out my dad was a weapons expert.  That’s what I told them.  He pretty much was, even though he only taught handguns to frightened people, but he knew what he was doing.  He was a good shot.  When I also “let slip” that my brother was the best shot in the state and the fastest, the gangs were impressed.  They stopped hassling me, even without seeing my dad or Jimmy.  They must’ve asked around and found out I was telling the truth.  Or some of them had younger siblings at Washington, Jimmy’s middle school.  I didn’t know, but it paid to have gun experts in your family.

It was pretty easy to study for college.  So many kids had dropped out of school that the classrooms were less than half full.  The teachers liked students who actually cared about the material.  I cared about it.  I didn’t even know why.  With my gun training I could’ve been a security guard, no problem.  Dad and I talked about that.  He used the example of Pammy down at the lumber yard.  She started as a sentry when she was only nineteen or twenty, and worked her way up to supervisor, before she left.  This gun stuff, though, it didn’t appeal to me.  There had to be more than kill or be killed – or having so much deterrence at your disposal that others left you alone.  Turns out, that’s what I had, with my dad’s and Jimmy’s reputations.

We were good friends with the Wilsons.  They were our next-door neighbors.  It was a little weird with so much violence that we even had good friends.  Right before Mom died, things started to thaw between us and them, between the Backs and the Wilsons.  We had them over for dinner (we’d never done that in the last 13 years), and my dad taught them to shoot.  We just became friends.  By about a year later, we’d pretty much stopped using the wooden stairs Dad built for us to go over the wall (people had high walls around their backyards.  Ours and the Wilsons’ were both ten feet tall and made out of thick wood.  My dad said it wouldn’t keep out a tank, but nothing else would get through).  Anyway, the stairs were huge and strong and had wheels underneath that Dad salvaged from old wheelbarrows.  We used to roll them (the stairs) into the far-right corner, then climb up to see over.  If it was “clear” we’d lower a rope ladder to go outside to do whatever, usually inspect the wall.  That was when Jimmy and I would stand guard, while Dad walked along the entire length and then back.  When Mom was alive, she’d help by keeping lookout at the top of the stairs.  When we were done, we’d roll them back and store them along the side of the house.  That’s where they always were now.

We hardly used the stairs any more, because my dad and Mr. Wilson decided to block up the opening out of the corridor between our two walls, and build an “access portal” between our two yards.  He loved to call it a “portal.”  It was just a double archway, with a gate in each wall.  That made it easy to go back and forth between their yard and ours.  We didn’t bar the gates.  Another weird thing: unlocked gates.  We used the rest of the corridor for storage.  It helped that we had a camera down at the end by the house: we could see what went on in there.

We didn’t need the stairs much any more: we could just walk over to the Wilsons’ yard and go out through their gate.  We didn’t do that much any more either.

Anyway, because of our friendship with the Wilsons, I knew something about college.  Their daughter, Nancy, was almost ready to graduate.  She said it was like high school: “You get a lot of attention from the professors, because there aren’t that many students.  The professors stay around because there’s nowhere for them to go – and because the universities pay them well.”  Dad said Leadership (that was the government or whatever) still wanted folks to believe in the two tenets: each person in the general population (a) trains in self-defense; and (b) grows in self-sufficiency.  That second one meant education to some.  I thought bigger guns would be more useful, but that’d only make things worse.

Nancy was studying to be a doctor.  When she finished, it’d be easy for her to get a job: we needed more doctors those days.  She’d probably work in the hospital, which is one of the most fortified buildings around.  They had tanks even before the gangs sprang up.  One of them pointed at us, when we rushed Mom in when Jack was born.  That’s when Mom died.  I cried for months after that, so did Jimmy.  All summer long, pretty much.  Dad tried to be strong for us – we had to take care of Jack – but we, Jimmy and I, knew Dad was crying too.  He tried to do it when we weren’t looking.  Usually, he succeeded.  Not always.

Jimmy and I had to take care of Jack after school.  We had to do things Mom used to do, like cook dinner.  Dad worked so much, it was on us to do stuff around the house.  I didn’t mind.  Jimmy did, though.  He had so much energy that sitting and rocking Jack until he fell asleep or waiting for a pot of water to boil drove him crazy.  He did it anyway.  Dad said we had to work together.  He was right.  There was a lot to do.  No one else was going to do it.

 

 

Jimmy

I was super good at shooting, way better than my sisters, and even better than Dad.  Gus at the range said he’d never seen anyone as good as me at such a young age.  I wasn’t that young.  I was when I started, right before I turned 9.  Now I was 13.  That’s not that young.

I went to the range most days.  It seemed like I should keep practicing, with the guns and violence all over.  Something was happening.  More and more people had their guns out, waving them around, in a threatening way.  My dad said not to do that, wave your gun around.  It’s dangerous.  Guns are not toys.  That was one of his rules: A Gun Is Not A Toy.  These guys, they acted like they were some kind of Big Deal with their guns out, so they waved them around.  I bet I could’ve shot them before they could’ve shot me.  My gun was concealed too.

After eight kids got shot and killed one day, my dad said I could take my gun to school.  Finally.  It took him long enough.  It was a small gun.  I had it for a long time, but I liked it: it fit into my hand well.  It was comfortable.  My dad said I couldn’t quit school, I had to keep going, because an education was important, but I could take my gun for protection.  Only for protection.  I couldn’t shoot anyone unless they were threatening me and I couldn’t hide or get away or get help from the guards.  Guards were everywhere at school.  It seemed like there were more guards than students.

After the eight kids got shot, some others stopped coming to school.  Just stopped, weren’t there ever again.  The classes got smaller, and that made it so the teachers could pay closer attention, the ones that weren’t afraid of being shot.  Some teachers tried to get the kids to leave their guns at the door before class, but that didn’t work, when Gregory pulled out his gun and pointed it at the teacher.  He said, “I’m not letting you or anyone else touch my gun.”  I could have shot him, before he could have even blinked, but the teacher said, “Okay, okay.”  After lunch, four guards came into our classroom and arrested Gregory.  I never saw him again.  The teacher stopped trying to get us to leave our guns at the door.

Every kid carries one now, a gun.  The Wilson twins, Billy and Willy, too, even though they’re pretty bad shots.  My dad taught them how to shoot when I was 9, but they did too much laughing and playing around, and didn’t practice very much.  In a gunfight, they’d be dead.  They didn’t know that, because they acted like they were a Big Deal with their guns.  Me, I went to the range.  I wasn’t gonna be the one that was dead if there was a gunfight.

After the guns, school was alright.  My dad said I had to keep going, but I didn’t see why.  He said I had to get a good education, so I could get a good job later on.  Getting a good job was a big deal to him.  He said he had a good job, and it’s been a big help to the family.  He was always concerned about the family, especially since Mom died.  That was right after I turned 9, when Baby Jack was born.  My mom died in childbirth.  We cried, even Dad, for a long time after that.  Dad stayed home from work for a while too.  We didn’t have to stay home from school, because it was summer vacation then.

I wondered what Mom would say about this stuff that’s been going on, the guns and the eight kids getting shot and people leaving school and getting a good job.  She’d probably say the same things as Dad.  She usually did.  Except she didn’t like guns as much as Dad.  She could shoot okay.  I was better than her too, but she didn’t like to shoot.  She didn’t practice much.  She wouldn’t carry her gun.  She just left it in the house in a drawer.  Not even loaded.  She said it was only if there was a threat to the family.  Then she’d load it.  She’d shoot it too, if she had to.  I believed her.  It would’ve been better if she’d practiced more.  Then she died.  I still missed her a lot.  So did Dad and Jen.  Did Baby Jack?

He was only 4 and he cried, because he was little, not because he missed Mom.  He never even knew Mom, so how could he miss her?  We all had to help take care of Baby Jack.  Dad took him to work, then brought him home with me and Jen when we got out of school.  He picked us both up.  He dropped us both off at home and made us keep the whole house shut up and locked and the curtains drawn in front of the windows and don’t go outside for anything and don’t answer the phone, unless it’s me.  We had a special code for phone calls, he texted us first: A1-B2-3C-Z, and then called.  Then we could answer.  After he dropped us off, he went back to work.  Me and Jen, we had to take care of Baby Jack while he was gone and we also had to make dinner.  Dad used the code and called us when he was leaving work, so we knew when he’d get here.  We had to be ready to swarm the driveway to make sure it was clear and to unlock the gate to let him in and to lock it again afterward.  Jen mostly did the locking and unlocking part, while I stood guard.  I was a better shot than her, so that made sense.

We had to be careful too.  We saw gangs.  Not inside the development, Mr. Johnson and his guards kept it pretty safe, but when we went outside, like to school.  When Dad was driving us, we saw them, the gangs.  6 or 8 or 10 guys, it looked like teenaged boys, as old as Jen or older, walking around, carrying semiautomatic rifles and wearing body armor.  It was like they wanted to get attacked, so they could shoot back and teach them a lesson.  When Dad saw them while driving, he went another way, but that made it harder to get home, there were so many gangs.

We had another code, AZ3.  Dad texted us that when he got to the front gate.  They didn’t let anyone use the rear gate any more, because of the break in two years ago.  It looked like a war inside for a while.  A gang of men with guns tried to break into one of the houses.  Afterward Dad said there were drugs in the house, and they were trying to get them.  You could hear the shooting everywhere.  We hid out in our house, closed up and shut tight.  Dad peeked out the window to see if anyone was coming our way.  We had our guns loaded.  We were ready.  At least I was.  I was a great shot even then, two years ago.  I could’ve killed those men.  It would’ve been harder with their body armor and their semiauto rifles, but I could’ve killed them.

The attack was over pretty fast.  Mr. Johnson’s guards showed up in their armored personnel carrier.  They took them out pretty fast, because they had people in the house shooting from the front and guards shooting from the back.  Lots of blood to clean up.  After that, Dad said Mr. Johnson himself raided the house and cleared out the family living there.  We didn’t know them.  They did have drugs.  Dad said Mr. Johnson said, “We don’t have drugs in our Development.”  After that everyone pitched in and built a guardhouse, like a barracks.  At least six guards always, with semiautomatic rifles and body armor.  That’s when they closed up the rear gate too.  Now the front gate is the only way in.  There are at least two guards plus the barracks plus Mr. Johnson had a .50 caliber machinegun installed right inside the gate.  Someone was always ready to shoot that.  I told Dad I wanted to volunteer to be on the machinegun, but he said I wasn’t old enough yet.  I didn’t argue with him.  He looked like he thought it’d be a bad idea, but I think I was old enough.







Letters

 

Jen

Sometimes Mom called up Dad to yell at him.  Usually it was about us, their kids.  Usually she’d been drinking when she did it.  That loosened her tongue.  She’d probably say it made it easier to talk to “that Bastard.”  That’s what she called Dad.  I didn’t like it, neither did Jess, and Jimmy got mad about it, but none of us said anything.  We didn’t want Mom to yell at us.  At least none of this happened as much as it used to.

When she called up Dad, if we were home, we went outside.  Alex’s house, where we lived now, was across the street from Teddy Roosevelt Park, which was small, but had trees and some picnic tables and some playground equipment.  Lots of kids hung out there.  I met boys there after dark.  It was pretty easy to hide and no one came around in the middle of the night.

Mom started yelling at Dad about this letter.  It was about me, about me cutting class and getting bad grades.  I didn’t give a shit.  When she read it, she looked at me.  I could tell she was thinking about yelling at me.  I grabbed my jacket.  She’d just come home after work and after going to the gym.  She smelled like sweat.  She saw the letter from the high school in the pile of mail.  It had to be about me or Jess.  She tore it open.  It was about both of us.  She glared at me.  She filled a glass with gin, gulped it down, and refilled it.  Now she smelled like sweat and gin.  That was more normal.  She glared at me again.  She muttered, “That bastard – this is all his fault,” and grabbed the phone.  I walked down the hall to tell Jess and Jimmy.  It looked like this was going to be a bad one.  I knew they’d want to get out of there too.

I read the letter later, after Alex came home and he and Mom went into their bedroom.  I left.  This time, I was gone for two weeks.  Sammy said he’d let me stay with him, if I – you know.  “You know” was fine with me.  I liked it as much as he did, but he didn’t get that.

 

 

Dear Mr. and Mrs. Back:

 

I’m sending this letter to both of you individually to ensure you both read it.  It’s important that you both do.  It’s about your two daughters, Jennifer and Jessica.

Jennifer is a personable girl.  She is nice to everyone, if a little disinterested.  She smiles and greets teachers, and generally gets along with other students – when she’s here.  That’s what I’m primarily writing about.  She’s frequently absent from class, and often leaves after lunch, claiming she’s feeling ill.  She’s a bright girl, but she has missed so much school, her grades have severely fallen.  Her teachers report she’s dangerously close to failing her courses.  Admittedly, the occasional student is unable to achieve a grade point average higher than D, but Jennifer is not one such student.  She is smart, and judging from her personal relationships, isn’t withdrawn or depressed.  She can be engaged.  She chooses not to be.  She could be earning A’s and B’s, if she applied herself and if she were here more often.

Mrs. Copeland, her counsellor, has spoken to her about her absences, but Jennifer is adept at avoidance and postponement, claiming she must speak with her parents first.  Next meeting, when Mrs. Copeland asks about those conversations, Jennifer ducks and dodges.  Frankly, she is very good at obfuscation and misdirection.  When I ask Mrs. Copeland about her dialogue with Jennifer, she blushes, and admits that they often end up talking mostly about her life (not your daughter’s) and her hopes for her future and for that of the school.  Maybe this suggests a career choice for Jennifer.  Perhaps you could address her on that subject, approaching it from the point of view of her verbal facility, easing into her conversations with Mrs. Copeland, and then slowly into her cutting class.  We’ve found that the direct approach inevitably fails with your daughter.  She shuts down.  She won’t say two words after we mention her poor grades or attendance.

Jessica, on the other hand, is a model student, perhaps too much so.  She has a single-mindedness the like of which I’ve never seen.  She’s so intent on her learning and on her studies, she excludes other aspects of student life.  She has only one friend we can see.  Other students we have talked to are both in awe of her academic prowess and derisive about her personally.  To us, they call her names, like “brain” and “dork.”  To her, I’m sure they’re much harsher.  One of her teachers overheard “book slut.”  The student shrugged, when I questioned him about it later.  He said that’s what everyone calls her – or worse.

The one bright light is Jessica gets along famously with the faculty (which, of course, has given rise to more name calling.  Once, two girls were caught chanting “teacher’s slut” at her, but we felt it was no more than envy.  My apologies for the harsh language).  Her teachers report she is outgoing, inquisitive, personable, friendly, even affectionate.  We certainly discourage this last aspect, but she doesn’t mean anything by it, mean anything more than excitement or friendship.  I’m concerned she has skipped the remainder of her childhood entirely, and is looking to build adult relationships at fifteen.  Admittedly, she is mature for her age, but we are concerned she is developing unhealthy attachments to her teachers.

We have approached her on these subjects from the perspective of “all work and no play.”  She gives us a tolerant smile.  She talks of the colleges she’d like to get into.  If we let her, she will wax philosophical about the value of knowledge and the earning power of the best education.  If only the other students saw these things as she does, but perhaps not quite so intensely.

Although not quite to Jennifer’s level of facility, Jessica is also an excellent talker, quite skilled at directing the conversation away from sensitive issues to more comfortable ground (for her).  Frankly, we find both your daughters to be charming, but we have been unable to make any headway in altering their behavior, or even in convincing them to consider altering it.  It’s frustrating to us, as we see superior potential in both of them, but are concerned for their futures.

Please do attempt to address your daughters on the issues outlined above, and do not hesitate to visit, call, or write if you would like to discuss them further.  My door is always open.

 

Sincerely,

 

Mr. Alvin Franklin

Principal, George S. Patton High School

 

 

Jimmy

This was how I knew my coaches thought I was really good.  Principal Hershel showed this to me before he mailed it.  I thought it was cool and nice of him.  He said he was going to send it to baseball and football teams he knew.  I was sure it’d make people look at me more.  Which was fine with me.

 

 

To Whom it may Concern:

 

I know it’s unusual for a Middle School Principal to write to you to recommend an athlete, but that is what this letter is: a recommendation.

Jimmy Back is the student’s name.  He plays every sport we offer, but he excels at baseball and football.  He has a college sprinter’s speed, can turn on a dime, and his coordination is off the charts.  He plays centerfield, never misses a fly, and has an arm you do not want to run on.  How many throws from deep center has he put on a line to a base to nail a runner – I can’t even count them.  As a wide receiver, he averages 3.3 touchdowns per game, along with hundreds of yards.  The opponents can’t cover him, cannot do it.  They have tried different tactics, from mugging him at the line of scrimmage (he dodges them or bounces back up so quickly, the defenders can’t catch up) to triple and quadruple teaming him, but he usually breaks open.  He has the softest hands, the same ones he uses to field grounders and catch flies in the outfield.

Did I mention?  He’s 13 years old.

I don’t know how one proceeds with a talent like this, but if you have any influence over scouting for your organization, I recommend as strongly as possible you get someone out here to see him play, and then to follow his career all the way into the glove, if you get my meaning.

Please do contact me if you have any questions or if you’d like to arrange an appointment.

 

Sincerely,

 

Mr. Adrian Hershel

Principal, George Washington Middle School

 

*

 

Jen

Principal Franklin rolled into the room at the end of my last class one day to hand me this letter.  He asked me to read it, and stayed while I did.  The room emptied out, leaving just Mr. Garret and Mr. Franklin and me.  After I finished, I looked at both of them and said, “Thank you.”  I didn’t know what else to say.  It was hard at school, with the gangs and everyone carrying guns.  I was afraid a lot.  I searched for hiding places I could defend well by myself.  Narrow spots or one-door rooms or locations where no one could see me, unless they knew exactly where to look.  I hadn’t used any of them yet, but if I had to, I wouldn’t be surprised.  It was actually better since Principal Franklin got shot and came back.  Some of the gangs were afraid of him, even though he was in a wheel chair.  He showed them so much fearlessness they thought he’d do anything.  So, they left him alone or got out of his way when he came down a hallway.  He was pretty good with that shotgun he carried, too.  You didn’t get much cred for gunning down a handicapped man, and nobody wanted to be on the wrong end of his blunderbuss, and he could get right up on you fast.  Anyway, he was pretty cool, Principal Franklin.  I liked him.

 

Dear Mr. Back:

 

I’m writing to you about your daughter, Jennifer.  Before you become worried, it’s nothing bad in the least; in fact, it’s quite good.  At least we here at Patton think so.

Jennifer is a rarity these days.  An excellent student, not only one who has remained in school despite the external hardships we all face, but also one who has excelled at her studies, without losing herself in them and without noticeable arrogance.  So many exclude the social aspects of high school in single-minded focus on grades while others trumpet their achievements to the high heavens as if to proclaim their own superiority.  Your daughter does neither of these things: she has quite a few friends, goes about her business, and carries the third highest GPA in the school.  You are to be commended for raising her well.  As I have given her this letter to read, she knows how we feel, but that is not what I want to discuss.

To be direct, Jennifer should go to college.  In the old days, that would go without saying: children of her ability and work ethic would be applying to their top two or three choices of university, but now we see so many drop out entirely, join gangs, or graduate only to become government workers or security guards.  When did the world require so much security?  It’s such a waste of potential.  Of course, we at Patton cannot choose what is best for you, your daughter, or your family, nor would we presume to do so, but I would like to encourage you and Jennifer to discuss the possibility of her attending college.  I am in contact with numerous professors and admissions personnel.  They are as hungry for students as we are for our graduates to continue their education.  I assure you the financial burden will be light or non-existent.  Leadership’s self-sufficiency tenet has resulted in the availability of copious financial support and countless tuition waivers.  You and your family, in particular, should have no trouble obtaining either.  Mr. Austin has said as much.

We, this country, this culture, are staggering along the line of a precipice.  One wrong step and we will plummet into a pit out of which we may not climb for years, for decades, for centuries.  To some, the Dark Ages lasted a thousand years.  We’re navigating along a similar historic drop.  The only way forward is to step away from the cliff, to choose advancement and enlightenment, over violence and darkness.  Education is that choice.  We here can see no other.

